This event-related potential (ERP) study examined the impact of phonological variation resulting from a vowel merger on phoneme perception. The perception of the /e/-/e/ contrast which does not exist in Southern French-speaking regions, and which is in the process of merging in Northern French-speaking regions, was compared to the /ø/-/y/ contrast, which is stable in all French-speaking regions. French-speaking participants from Switzerland for whom the /e/-/e/ contrast is preserved, but who are exposed to different regional variants, had to perform a same-different task. They first heard four phonemically identical but acoustically different syllables (e.g., /be/-/be/-/be/-/be/), and then heard the test syllable which was either phonemically identical to (/be/) or phonemically different from (/be/) the preceding context stimuli. The results showed that the unstable /e/-/e/ contrast only induced a mismatch negativity (MMN), whereas the /ø/-/y/ contrast elicited both a MMN and electrophysiological differences on the P200. These findings were in line with the behavioral results in which responses were slower and more error-prone in the /e/-/e/ deviant condition than in the /ø/-/y/ deviant condition. Together these findings suggest that the regional variability in the speech input to which listeners are exposed affects the perception of speech sounds in their own accent.
Introduction
The phonology of every language shows substantial variation both across space (between different regional accents), and across time (between different generations of speakers). Nonetheless, listeners appear to adapt rather well to various accents as has been shown, for example, in a vowel categorisation task in which listeners adjust their responses to the speaker's accent in carrier phrases (Evans & Iverson, 2004) . This remarkable capacity to accommodate a wide range of accents most likely results from a dynamic adjustment of the listener's phonological representations (e.g., McQueen, Norris, & Cutler, 2006) . Here, we ask whether these adjustments to other accents influence the perception of speech sounds in the listener's own accent. We focus on accent-related variation associated with vowel mergers, which refer to cases in which two vowels are not, or are no longer, distinguished in pronunciation in one regional accent but remain contrastive in another accent of the same language. Our goal is to determine whether exposure to a merged variety can affect the listener's vowel perception in their unmerged native variety.
One useful way of studying vowel discrimination is by measuring the mismatch negativity (MMN) component observed in event-related potentials (ERPs). MMN is a frontocentral negative component, usually peaking at 100-250 ms from the deviation in the stimuli, which is elicited when a novel stimulus interrupts the repeated presentation of the same stimulus. This component is sensitive to changes not only in the acoustic characteristics of
